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“Which comes first generally--the words or the music?
Generally, the contract.”
-Stephen Sondheim and George Furth’s 1981 Merrily We Roll Along
As a student of both theatre and music I am interested in the intersection of 
these two art forms. My academic career at The Ohio State University has fostered in 
me a curiosity and enthusiasm for musical theatre, and specifically music direction. As 
an admirer of this art form, I am very intrigued by the stereotypes and often negative 
images which musical theatre carries. As it is often parodied and satirized in many 
other genres, musical theatre has the stigma of being overacted, forced, and ridiculous. 
This criticism comes from those outside the arts genres as well as those in fields 
closely related, especially traditional schools of opera and acting. The main criticisms 
are song styles and an “unreasonable” spontaneity of song or a lack of connection 
between the lyrics and music. Therefore, my research is concentrated in musical 
theatre’s speech/song divide.
I have utilized the Undergraduate Research Scholarship which I received to fund 
a production of Jason Robert Brown’s The Last Five Years and have taken advantage 
of my position as Music Director to test the hypotheses of my research. My duties 
during this production have included those typical of a music director: casting the 
show, serving as rehearsal pianist, teaching vocal parts to the actors, and organizing, 
conducting, and performing with the orchestra during shows. I have also served as 
producer, since the distinction project and scholarship funds were in my control. During 
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The Last Five Years rehearsals and performances, I sat at the physical and theoretical 
border between spoken words and song. This position provided me with the perfect 
view to observe the process and results of my research.
In selecting a specific show my options were narrowed by the available 
resources, space, and cast and crew. The Last Five Years became an appropriately 
suited musical for the purposes of my research. The small cast size, minimal 
requirements for costuming and scenic elements, and small orchestra fit the financial 
limitations of the production. Also, debuting in 2002, the contemporary script and 
score made this musical the perfect selection for my research. I applied for the rights 
and royalties for the show from MTI in January 2010, received the rehearsal materials in 
late March, and began rehearsals shortly thereafter. After explaining the discoveries of 
my research and technique I developed for use in our production, I will then explore it’s 
successes, failures, and adaptations throughout the rehearsal period and 
performances.
From the start, I held three main goals for my distinction project. It was my hope 
that throughout this process I would gain experience as Music Director in order to test 
my ability in this field, as it is a potential career choice. As soon as I chose a specific 
show, my second goal became to assume my role as Producer and present a musical 
of great artistic quality and also to create an professional and productive rehearsal 
atmosphere with the cast, musicians, and entire creative team. Lastly, with the super 
objective of smoothing this speech/song divide, I aimed to develop a rehearsal 
technique which successfully produces a connected, truthful performance.
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Before delving into the issues and concerns of contemporary musical theatre 
and it’s criticisms, a brief mention of the relevant history of the genre is appropriate in 
understanding the modern context. While classical opera and “straight theatre” 
traditions are the oldest influences on musical theatre, the relevance of this history here 
begins with America’s vaudeville. Douglas Gilbert explains in his American Vaudeville 
just how vital music was to performance, and also the intertwined, cooperative nature 
of the actors and musicians. “In the early days music cues were incessant” (32). Actors 
and other performers such as aerialists or dancers constantly relied on the quick 
thinking and talents of musicians to accent comedic or daring performances. The 40s 
and 50s brought to American musical theatre the golden age of the classic Book 
Musical, shows such as Oklahoma!, The Kind and I, and Kiss Me, Kate wherein all 
creative aspects of the production revolve around the book, or story. With the 
formation of the book musical, it became traditional to hide the orchestra in a pit or 
under the stage. With no direct acknowledged interaction between the musicians and 
actors, audiences began to accept music simply as accompaniment to the onstage 
action and not expect any visual evidence of the musicians.
This transition from free interaction of all artists to confinement of the musicians 
may also reflect the general social shift to more conservative values in America during 
the first half of the twentieth century. Broadway musicals have since seen a shift back 
toward more interaction between all artists and audiences members as well. These 
interactions and relationships between musicians and all other performers must be 
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noted in order to properly weigh the practices and criticisms of these artists in 
contemporary performance. New works in musical theatre are shifting back to the 
conventions of the early twentieth century as far as the staging of the band/orchestra. 
Productions of Chicago, Rent, Spring Awakening, American Idiot all feature musicians 
sharing the same stage as the actors.
Moving forward to the contemporary American musical, first the reasons for its 
opposition and criticism will be identified in order to then discover potential remedies 
for these issues. Often the resistance to Musicals comes from the type of music 
represented in the individual shows. For example, some are so insistent and reliant on 
the classic orchestral sound of the book musical that they refuse to accept any shows 
containing rock, pop, punk, glam, etc. music. This is one reason why the contemporary 
musical is shunned. However, in examining the origins of musical theatre, a trend 
appears which refutes this ideal. In his Introduction to Approaches to the American 
Musical, Robert Lawson-Peebles states, “The American musical has been…
indiscriminate. It draws on vaudeville and the so-called ‘legitimate’ theatre, on 
burlesque and opera. It is in a direct line of descent, on the one hand, from Gilbert and 
Sullivan, French opera bouffe and German operetta; and on the other from the rich 
tradition of indigenous popular song…” (1). 
Pacifying my admiration of his phrase “so-called ‘legitimate’ theatre,” I will focus 
on the subject of immediate concern: the musical genres represented by the American 
musical. Like every other aspect of American culture and tradition, the musical as an 
art form is, and always has been, a culmination of many various styles. If the variety of 
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musical genres represented in musical theatre is not substantial proof of this point, 
then surely the fundamental collaborative nature of theatre in general will support this 
claim. In order to maintain this American art, we must strive to include in contemporary 
theatre all the variety which has been included since the genesis of the musical. The 
American melting-pot fundamental must be similarly foundational to the musical 
theatre genre.
Supporting this argument, another powerful point made in Approaches concerns 
the standards of “good” musical theatre.
“There are a number of good reasons why Show Boat is a benchmark in the 
 history of the musical. Firstly, it handles an array of contemporary social 
 concerns such as miscegenation, gambling, alcoholism and failed marriages. 
 Second, it deploys a range of popular song to answer the demands of a 
 structured, if convoluted, plot” (2).
Peebles implies that the standards of judgment for the American musical’s integrity are 
the inclusion of contemporary social issues as well as various contemporary musical 
styles. Having established these values, the question becomes how to successfully 
combine contemporary issues and contemporary musical styles in order to produce a 
relevant, “good” show (a term equally as valuable as “legitimate theatre”).
Increasingly, new musicals are becoming more inclusive of contemporary 
musical styles.  America saw the birth of the Rock Musical with Rado and Ragni’s Hair, 
a shining example of a show with an eclectic, all-inclusive musical style. Composer 
Galt MacDermot had a musical background which differed greatly from most typical 
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Broadway composers. “MacDermot, who studied all kinds of music during his youth in 
Montreal and Capetown, South Africa, rejected rigid boundaries when composing the 
Hair score, and instead drew on all of his influences” (Wollman, The Theatre Will Rock 
53). Followed by the concept album musicals of the 70s such as The Who’s Tommy; 
Megamusicals such as Cats, Mamma Mia!, and Dreamgirls which included pop, disco, 
and gospel music; and more recent musicals like Miranda’s latin, hip-hop influenced In 
The Heights and punk rock band Green Day’s American Idiot all contain contemporary 
musical genres as well as relevant issues.
Another relevant topic here is the versatility of the musical. As shown, musicals 
are able to address multiple and various social concerns, and include many different 
types of musical genres. In his book The Broadway Musical: A Critical and Musical 
Survey, Joseph P. Swain exemplifies this versatility very simply in just the first page of 
the book. The Table of Contents lists many chapters which describe all the purposes 
musicals can serve as well as all the forms it can take. For example, “Morality Play as 
Musical, Shakespeare as Musical, The Pure Love Story, Myth as Musical, Tragedy as 
Musical, The Ethnic Musical, Religious Experience as Musical, Thriller as Musical” etc. 
(v). While the Book Musical conventionally focused on a love story, contemporary 
works are now focusing on sensitive social issues such as drugs, HIV/AIDS, sex, 
politics, and mental disease. Examples lie in shows such as Rent, American Idiot, Next 
to Normal, and Hedwig and the Angry Inch. With all these ways to utilize the musical, it 
seems musical theatre would be the perfect form to incorporate those idealized 
contemporary issues and music styles.
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This is not to say that revivals of book musical or those new works which might 
use more classical musical theatre styles should be regarded as false or inadequate. 
The argument here remains: in the effort to make musical theatre more inclusive to 
broader audiences, and in order to combat the critique of the art form, the best 
strategy remains to incorporate (1) contemporary issues and (2) contemporary musical 
styles. Besides the resistance to the inclusion of contemporary musical styles, many 
other arguments appear to combat the integrity of the musical. If the American musical 
continues to follow this trend, those who shun the genre will have a more difficult time 
denying its legitimacy as a truthful art form.
The most common complaint against musical theatre remains the seemingly 
contrived transition between speech and song--the speech/song divide--and herein 
lies the main focus of this study. Konstantin Stanislavski, director, actor, and co-
founder of the Moscow Art Theatre, while not famous for his work in the musical world, 
still has enough knowledge and wisdom in the world of the arts to make the simple, yet 
fundamental comment, “Without the organic union of words and music there is no such 
thing as the art of opera” (1). In Balk’s The Complete Singer-Actor, he follows this 
quote from Stanislavski with “Chapter 1: Exploring the Territory” which contains a 
lengthy metaphor illuminating the battle between the music and acting traditionalists 
over supremacy and rule in the realm of musical theatre. However comic this story 
about the kingdoms of “Musiconia and Theatrylvania” and their everlasting rivalry may 
seem, I cannot deny that I have encountered this opposition and lack of cooperation in 
my efforts to produce The Last Five Years at OSU. The main fault of this discussion and 
analysis is the fundament argument between which matters more, or comes first: 
Mills 10
music versus words. An amazing amount of literature and discussion on musical 
theatre separates these two subjects. One simple example exists in Richard Kislan’s 
The Musical in the fact that “Chapter 11: Lyrics” is followed by “Chapter 12: The 
Score,” which not only isolates the two but implies that one must be discussed or 
considered before the other.
Diving deeper into the text itself, Kislan describes the “creative intimacy” of the 
collaborative process of Rodgers and Hammerstein, authors of American musical 
theatre classics such as Oklahoma!, Carousel, South Pacific, The King and I, and The 
Sound of Music. After hammering out the basic plan of the show, the two partners 
would separate and work on their respective elements of the musical, Hammerstein 
went to his farm in Pennsylvania, and Rodgers to his New York apartment. Kislan also 
relays Hammerstein’s frustration in his partner’s ease and flexibility to write music in a 
few minutes time and even without a piano, while it took him hours of contemplation to 
perfect his lyric (139). This team, a pair of artists whose entire body of work is a 
standard in American musical theatre, had a unique creative process, and a fascinating 
one. After Rodgers and Hammerstein set the standard for the Book Musical, Stephen 
Sondheim stepped in to change the meaning and use of the book. To the previous 
generation of writers “…book meant story. For Sondheim, book means idea, the 
concept that makes possible the most effective mobilization of the elements of the 
musical into a smooth and compact theatre art” (150). With this transition, we begin to 
see the inclusion of equal value of all aspects of the show. However, as Rosenburg and 
Harburg state in The Broadway Musical, “The modern musical theater, certainly the 
contemporary theater, is fashioned not for readers but for audiences” (205). The 
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separate nature of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s process must be noted, as must 
Sondheim’s transition into our contemporary theatre; however, these artists discussed 
above were mainly concerned with the writing process while the rehearsal and 
performance experience remains the focus here.
An unbelievable amount of continuity can be gained in treating the two art forms 
as one, and rehearsing and performing as such. This not only includes the actors’ 
various commitments to character development and vocal training, but also reaches 
into the combination of the orchestra and actors as one performing body. A look into 
the rehearsal process of 1967’s Hair, the first American rock musical, shows that 
perhaps this fusion was a contributing factor, if not the singular reason, for the wild 
success of the musical.
“In rehearsals for Hair, the creative team emphasized a collective approach to 
 music making. In marked contrast to a traditional Broadway pit band--which is 
 usually rehearsed separately and brought in to work with the company a week or 
 two before the preview period begins--the band members joined the cast during 
 the length of Hair’s rehearsal period” (Wollman, The Theatre Will Rock 51).
This concept seems to be relatively new in the musical theatre world. Stephen Banfield, 
in Approaches to The American Musical discusses a progression from the common 
practices of classical music all the way through our modern popular songs. He points 
out the vernacular song’s characteristic of singer/songwriter claiming all rights to a 
song because he claims all authorship. In the Musical Theatre realm we tend to see 
collaborative teams such as the aforementioned Rodgers and Hammerstein; Tim Rice 
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and Andrew Llyod Webber (Jesus Christ Superstar, Evita) or Elton John (The Lion King, 
Aida, Billy Elliot); and the more recent team of Robert Lopez and Jeff Marx, Tony Award 
winners for 2003’s Avenue Q. While we may see this change with the growing trend 
toward the inclusion of more contemporary music genres in the American musical, the 
“music by/lyrics by” separation of authorship pattern still remains prevalent.
In Approaches, Banfield goes on to bewail the lack of vocabulary or terminology 
for the very specific art of successfully combining music and lyrics. “The art of 
producing this unitary perception is rarely subjected to analysis and appears to have 
no recognized name other than the inconveniently connotative and workaday term 
‘songwriting.’ I suggest that we call it melopoetics” (138). I feel the key to smoothing 
the transitions and increasing continuity in contemporary musical theatre lies with this 
concept. On the other hand, I do have a few suspicions as to the probability of the full 
development and usefulness of the theoretical melopoetics.
“As we shall see, the words can express the music as much as the music can 
 express the words, and they can add layers of ambiguity to the structural 
 progress of the whole just as harmony can add fruitful ambiguity and hence 
 structural depth and prolongation to the progress of a melody. What we need 
 are ways of analyzing words and music together...” (141).
His last statement holds such vital importance to this research and to the progress of 
musical theatre as a whole that it necessitates emphasis. “What we need are ways of 
analyzing words and music together.” H. Wesley Balk would support this technique, 
considering his opinion from The Complete Singer-Actor: Training for Music Theatre, 
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“the training for such a medium should also be based upon the problems of 
collaboration and cooperation rather than avoiding them” (6). While I entirely agree with 
his call to further attention in this area, my enthusiasm for definition therein has waned 
somewhat throughout the course of my research. In my attempt to use this idea, 
melopoetics, developing my rehearsal technique I found the concept useful, but 
struggled to find practically in its application. However relevant these connections may 
be to the continuity of the lyrics and music, the entire conversation in rehearsals 
surrounding these examples still lived in familiar vocabulary and phrasing borrowed 
from the two different and pre-established schools of thought. We made new 
connections between the two worlds but with old concepts.
 This struggle to create an entirely new system of analysis becomes frustrating. 
How does one create a new system and also relate those concepts to others without 
relying on previously established systems? In learning a foreign language, we relate the 
new vocabulary to what we already have set in our own minds. However, as children 
learning our first language we must learn each individual word and concept anew. 
Additionally, the two genres cannot simply be fused to create continuity between them 
and disappears from their own individual realms. Each separate art form will still exist 
outside of each other with it’s respective vocabulary, theories, and techniques. 
Therefore, while I support an organic connection between music and dialogue, I do not 
believe in the practicality of a fully realized technique in melopoetics. I now move on to 
the concerns of this issue in rehearsal and performance rather than dwelling on the 
problems of analysis.
Mills 14
I begin with a brief introduction of our team, since more information on the 
actors and director can be viewed in the attached bio sheet and program. Actors and 
OSU Music students Pedar Bate and Allie Hovland played Jamie and Cathy, 
respectively, and Chris Ray, OSU Theatre student, directed the show, with myself 
serving as Producer and Music Director.
My research lead me to espouse the philosophy that the actors should learn the 
songs from a vocal standpoint before beginning blocking and run through rehearsals. 
This is not to say that the music takes priority over lyrics or dialogue, but simply that 
this process fits the constraints of our schedule and the nature of this particular 
production. Identifying and attacking the vocal challenges of each song allows for 
greater ease in getting the actors off book and in creating organic and sensible 
blocking. By the time rehearsals have reached partial or full run throughs, pausing to 
correct simple melodic or rhythmic errors would cause massive delays in the process.
We began at the end of March with a few meetings to discuss our rehearsal 
process, scheduling issues, costuming, etc. We all agreed on my plan to begin by 
learning the vocal parts and also discussed Chris’ attendance at these rehearsals. 
Considering time commitments and his duties as Director, I suggested that Chris not 
be required to attend music only rehearsals. Agreeing with this, Chris also raised an 
important issue which I had not considered. Since the goal of the music only rehearsals 
was to simply learn the musical technicalities of each song, Chris did not want his 
presence at the rehearsals to add any pressure on the actors to perform and therefore 
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distract from the main goal of learning. Relating this idea to my training as an actor, I 
recall actor/director Sanford Meisner’s technique wherein an actor memorizes lines 
without relating any vocal or emotional bias to the words. “‘I don’t care when you learn 
the lines,’ Meisner says. ‘And don’t try to learn them in relation to the emotion you think 
you should have’” (Sanford Meisner on Acting 116). This method leads to an organic 
production of the line upon eventual performance since the words are not laden with a 
preconceived connotation.
Now, using this philosophy to smooth the connection between lyrics and song 
may seem deceptive upon first glance. If the words and music are learned separately, 
how can they be joined in performance? The point of this philosophy though, is that the 
two realms must be discussed and pondered separately before being joined together. 
As established in my research, we have no unique vocabulary or system of analysis for 
the no-man’s land—or rather everyman’s land, as the territorial battle over musical 
theatre suggests—between music and lyric and therefore the two must be analyzed 
separately prior to relating the two. After individual analysis, the joining of the two art 
forms then occurs. The transitions and interrelations are possible to smooth, but not 
immediately. This is a secondary step in the rehearsal process. Again, relating this 
concept to an acting concept: the notes, phrasing, tempo, etc, the technicalities of the 
music must be treated as given circumstances; ideas and facts which the actor/singer 
must have accepted and dealt with prior to working through the emotional commitment 
of a scene or song.
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This plan in mind, we began rehearsals in pursuit of the goal to incorporate 
music and lyrics inclusively in the rehearsal process, taking our first two weeks for 
rehearsal with only the music director on piano and the actors, individually or together 
for the duets (#8 and #14). (A song list can be viewed in the attached program, 44.)
During the two weeks of rehearsal, I attempted to point out certain “chunks” or “parts” 
of songs which could be particularly useful to the actors because of their rich potential 
in both terms of music and lyrics. I tried to avoid words like “line, lyric, phrase; or note, 
pitch” and rather use generic terms (or attempted melopoetics) such as “part, chunk, 
section” when identifying the part of the song that I was about to analyze. Then, in 
discussing the musical and lyrical characteristics of the part I would use the respective 
poetic or musical terms. This was my attempt to view the piece from both sides 
without assigning it any identity or prioritizing one school of thought. 
For example, to start, the most obvious example of this type of word-painting 
appears in #3 “Shiksa Goddess” in measures twenty-eight through thirty. The low A3 
sung by Jamie in this example is held for twelve beats. Ironically, and outstandingly 
self-explanatory in its relevance here, the lyric is “grave.” Another example exists in 
Jamie’s song #11 “If I Didn’t Believe In You” contains the lyrics “...And that’s done.” in 
measure eight. The last syllable, “done,” is a quarter note followed by one and a half 
beats of rest. In rehearsing this song, Pedar and I discussed how the relative short 
length of the note and the following rests suggested to us the finality of the lyric. The 
music and lyrics both advised each other. A final example is written into #1 “Still 
Hurting,” sung by Cathy. First appearing in measure eleven, it is also repeated multiple 
times throughout the song. The end line of the lyric reads “And I’m still hurting,” and 
Mills 17
the vocal line steps down by whole step from E4 to C4. The depression of the mood 
and lyrics is both echoed and inspired by the downward stepwise motion.
Blocking rehearsals inadvertently took on doubly similar qualities with music 
only rehearsals. For scheduling reasons I was unable to attend blocking rehearsals. We 
therefore adopted an inverse attendance policy. Since I would not be needed as 
rehearsal pianist or music director during the non-fluid discussion of blocking 
rehearsals, Chris carried on rehearsals by himself with the two actors. The second 
similarity remained undiscovered until a later conversation between Chris and me. We 
each had run our respective directing rehearsals with the same basic principle, letting 
the actors go through the song or scene without discussing it first, then going back to 
break it all down. We found that this created the most organic blocking and emotional 
connections with the songs and/or characters. This discovery has been so valuable to 
me; I am positive that I will maintain this practice.
Some issues or suggestions arose during rehearsals which made me infinitely 
thankful I had the team onboard this project which I did. During the blocking rehearsals 
Chris held with just the actors, they did some very interesting table work which I was 
thrilled to learn about later in the process. A unique quality of The Last Five Years is the 
chronology of the storyline. The five year history of a relationship is simultaneously told 
by Jamie forward through time and by Cathy backward through their story. This results 
in the song order being a jumbled mix of different points in the story. Jason Robert 
Brown organizes the show well enough that this is all very clear to the audience, but 
Chris had suspicions that it may be confusing for our actors in their character 
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development. Early in the table work, Chris sat down with the two actors and they 
hashed out a rewritten list of the song order according to the actual chain of events 
which occurred during the relationship of the two characters. After joining the others 
for our first stumble through rehearsal, I was amazed at how much clarity this work, 
which seems so simple and fundamental now, became to the piece. This reassurance 
in the value of the dialogue and storyline as a whole to each individual song supports 
the hypothesis I had developed earlier about the connection between these two 
realms.
Denny Martin Flinn’s book Little Musicals for Little Theaters contains a very 
interesting critique of The Last Five Years which became helpful in a few ways.
“Neither of the two unique aspects of this brief musical...create any real 
 dramatic effect; it’s all in the power of the songs to create emotion. That carried 
 the project--the writer is an award-winning theatre composer--but the idea that 
 successful men have affairs and dump he first wife is neither original nor, here, 
 mined for any depth or thoughtful ideas” (88).
Upon my first reading of this article, I admittedly became somewhat defensive because 
of the negative criticism of the storyline. However, I quickly realized how great this 
advice would become in it’s relevance to my research, as well as becoming 
precautionary advice for our production. This move away from the vital importance of 
the book and toward highly valued song styles and character development supports 
the previously mentioned theories about the progress of the American Musical. Also, I 
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was sure to take care in emphasizing the necessity of the “power of the songs to 
create emotion” in our production.
	 Another decision we made early on in the process dealt with staging. We 
decided to have the musicians fully visible onstage with the actors.  In a small space 
such as the New Works Lab, the audience and actors would without doubt be 
conscious of the musicians even if they were shoved in a corner and hidden behind a 
curtain. We took the awkwardness out of this specific space issue by throwing the 
entire cast and musicians into plain view. Also, we made a conscious effort throughout 
every rehearsal to find places where the actors can not only acknowledge the presence 
of the musicians but also interact with them as well. This did not go so far as to assign 
non-speaking characters to the musicians, but rather a simple acknowledgement that 
the two types of performers were sharing the same space in order to tell the same 
story. This helped to unify the performers and make a more cohesive show.
 After closing night on Sunday, June 6, I could not have been any more pleased 
and proud of our cast and crew. Every aspect of the show grew and strengthened with 
each performance. The lighting cues became tighter; the orchestra found appropriate 
moments to highlight either their parts or the actors’; and Allie and Pedar both shone. I 
believe we truly reached a beautiful acoustic balance by the end of the run. Personally, 
I am completely satisfied with the end product of all the hard work and commitment 
everyone put into this show. Of course, in evaluating the work there are always small 
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aspects I might tweak or rework, but my pride remains. I now look at the audiences’ 
reactions and their general experience during the shows.
 Immediately after opening the show’s email account and spreading word about 
our show, we quickly filled up our reservations. We had enough seats for thirty-nine 
audience members, and each show was almost to capacity, if not full. Thursday’s 
performance had thirty-two; Friday we had thirty-five; Saturday was full at thirty-nine; 
and Sunday we had twenty-seven audience members. Fortunately, many of our 
audience members also took to the time to fill out the questionnaire we included in the 
program. Most of the negative comments were about the heat in the New Works Lab. 
With around forty bodies in that room, plus stage lighting, plus heavy black curtains all 
competing with the Little-Air-Conditioned-That-Could, I knew it would be warm. On the 
other hand, I am disappointed that this was a distraction for many of our audience 
members and that it took away from their experience at our show. Next, a few people 
did complain about sight lines. “It was neat and intimate, but the alley staging made it 
smoothing else for me. It seemed awkward at times, could have worked maybe as a 
thrust better.” The choice to use the alley staging was one that Chris made from the 
beginning. It also supported my decision to include the musicians onstage. I stand by 
this decision, and think the following comment explains this issue better, “Sight line got 
a little funky, but that’s the nature of the New Works.”
 While these comments are notable, they address issues we acknowledged and 
dealt with from the start of the production. Other comments about the space interested 
me more. Many people used the word “intimate” in their questionnaires. This was a 
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huge relief to Chris and me, since this was the exact atmosphere we were trying to 
achieve. We were concerned that people might feel cramped or overwhelmed by the 
proximity of the actors, but it seems they actually found this quite enjoyable and 
engaging. Some comments include, “I have never been so connected with a character 
before.” “Felt very much a part of the performance, in every moment.” “The size of the 
venue combined with the style of the show really enhanced the experience.” All of 
these comments reinforced the feeling we strove to achieve with our staging.
 In relation to the “style of the show,” I found this next comment particularly 
profound. The story told by the two characters is such that even if the audience does 
not identify entirely with one character, they at least relate to one emotion or situation 
of the character. This is a brilliant way that Jason Robert Brown brings the audience 
and their personal experiences into the show. One person commented, “I actually 
enjoyed getting to look across and see other people’s emotional responses to the 
music.” This was encouraging to know that the audience not only related to the 
characters but with each other as well, making it a fuller experience. Another way we 
attempted to incorporate everyone present in the entire experience was the interaction 
between actors and musicians, as discussed above. I was thrilled to learn that this 
went over well with the audience. “Interaction of performer and musician good touch; 
intimate but not uncomfortable.” My own personal satisfaction with our run combined 
with this positive and meaningful audience feedback is endlessly encouraging.
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	 Overall, I am very pleased with the end product of our work. As researcher and 
performer, my thoughts were split in different directions throughout this process, so 
while I do look back and see potential changes which may have smoothed the 
process, I maintain great pride in the show we produced. The source of this pride is the 
knowledge of all the hard work the entire team put into the show. Many of us took on 
multiple roles other than those initially assigned. Since we had no Lighting Designer, 
Stage Manager or Assistants, Costume crew, etc. our time was spent performing our 
respective duties and also picking up the duties of those team members we did not 
have. Besides our lack of human resources, we had a very limited budget, and limited 
access to resources within the facilities. These are the challenges which any student 
production must face, and some of the challenges remain even in the professional 
world. However overwhelming these issues may have seemed at times, we came out 
at the end of this process with a well prepared musical theatre performance full of 
energy and truth; this is where my pride lies.
	 Resources, technicalities, and financial challenges aside, if I were to begin this 
process again on a new show, there are a few changes I would make to the rehearsal 
and performance techniques which I developed. I stand by my firm belief in the 
incorporated performance of the musician and actors. However, I would take more care 
in planning the orchestration in relation to the acoustics of the space. With the three 
strings and one piano we had in our performance of The Last Five Years, we never 
overpowered the actors, but this was an issue of constant concern. I also would plan 
on acquiring musicians as soon as possible. During this process, I did not emphasize 
this enough and ended up in a frantic rush to find musicians. Again, I stand by my 
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belief in the reach for continuity through attempted melopoetics. As stated before, I do 
not believe the theory is entirely feasible. I do believe in the intentions and usefulness 
of the idea in pointing out the connections between the score and the lyrics.
	 Thinking back to the original goals for this project, I have certainly gained much 
experience as Music Director and have made discoveries and developments in my 
skills. As stated, my role as Producer has brought me great pride in the quality of our 
show. Lastly, my research in the speech/song divide produced a working rehearsal 
technique which resulted in a beautiful performance by our actors. I attribute the 
success of our show to three main reasons which I emphasized earlier in my research. 
Our musicians and actors shared the same stage: a visual inclusion of all performers. 
Our show contained contemporary social issues as well as varied, contemporary song 
styles. Finally, all the hard work we all put into rehearsals resulted in a cohesive story 
with deep connections between score and lyrics. I feel through this production we 
successfully bridged the speech/song divide.
 Many of the ideas and techniques I utilized work extremely well when paired 
with contemporary musical theatre. I am not entirely sure how this all would work out 
with more traditional genres, but I do feel these ideas could be of some worth. The 
unification of music and lyrics is an issue for singers and musicians of all backgrounds: 
musical theatre, rock/pop, classical, folk, etc. In sum, the goal of all performance is to 
form a connection with the audience and to share something with them. If a group of 
performers are not connected with each other, how can they hope to form a unity with 
the audience? Oscar Wilde, Irish poet and playwright, reiterates this point, “I regard 
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theatre as the greatest of all art forms, the most immediate way in which a human 
being an share with another the sense of what it is to be a human being.” In order to 
maintain the absolute brilliance inherent to theatre, the musical theatre genre must 
strive to form organic and truthful connections within the performance as well as with 
the audience. 
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JOURNAL ENTRIES
March 25
Score/script arrived
scheduling extremely difficult because of actorsʼ schedules
students vs/ professional requirements easy to understand commitment to availability 
required of professionals
Also, must decide orchestration and begin recruiting musicians
April 1
First read thru/sing thru
actors sound amazing! Pedar straining with higher belts but Iʼm not worried about this 
now, it was a late rehearsal and Iʼve heard him hit the notes before.
Will the fact that the actors used to date affect our production?
Love connection bringing tender moments already
However, they are so very very professional. Not worried about personal history 
interfering with our purposes here. If anything it will only fuel the connection of the 
characters, and their professionalism will restrain it to a reasonable point.
April 3
The more I listen and try to revise parts {orchestration}, the more I want a full orchestra. 
Can work without the bass...Can I have all else?
watched YouTube videos to see small performances, listened to orchestrations
April 8
So far weʼve only had our rough read thru/sing thru, which was amazingly encouraging 
because my actors are so familiar with the music already, and share a history and 
connection, which cannot hurt in a show like this one. This week we started music/
singing rehearsals. They are going very well, Allie and Pedar are familiar with all the 
songs and have performed some of them already. 
I think my expectations were based on the other singers Iʼve worked with in the past 
(TH534) who were actors and THEN singers and who needed more basic notes on their 
performances. ex: diction, elongating vowels, and even things as basic as STAYING ON 
PITCH.
Itʼs such a relief to work with Allie and Pedar, who are singers THEN actors. It makes my 
job so much easier, because I can give them small notes on technicalities, and a few 
songs Iʼve had to pluck through notes, but only on difficult parts; however, mostly I find 
myself giving encouragement notes. I point out things theyʼve done which I like and 
want them to keep, because Iʼm not entirely sure if they recognize these little things, 
and want them to now be conscious of them so that I can be sure they are kept.
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This is from the perspective of MD, as a director I might be more worried about their 
acting skills. Iʼll ask Chris his feelings on this, just out of curiosity. I gave Chris free reign 
of organizing and planning the rest of rehearsals. This is a complex relationship. Iʼm 
serving as producer and music director, so I “hired” or brought him on board to the 
project, but now that that phase is over, he is more in command in the director/music 
director sense. I donʼt want to step on his toes, because I did appoint him director, but 
since it is still my project, I find myself being overprotective of my “baby.” This makes me 
realize how important the separation of these two roles is in the professional world. Iʼm 
learning as much about producing as I am about musical direction (almost).
Speaking of producing, a difficulty has occurred here this week. It also involves the 
complexities of being producer and MD. As MD I was so concerned with the 
orchestration of the show that Iʼve spent, Iʼm afraid, too much time worry about this 
instead of simply starting my search for musicians. The School of Music has all the 
senior recitals and performances at the end of the year, right when our show goes up, 
so Iʼm starting to fear I wonʼt get all the musicians I want. I said to Pedar the other day, 
“I need to stop being so god damn picky and just start looking!” Maybe Allie and Pedar 
can get me in with some of their musician friends.
Another subject which will surely show itself fully by the end of this quarter, and has 
certainly show itself during my career so far as a music and theatre student: the lack of 
connection, coordination, or simply cooperation between the two art schools. It is VERY 
frustrating and almost embarrassing, especially as a student who stands caught 
between the two. I feel entirely at home at Drake, and have no feeling of the sort at 
Hughes. Is this because of how I started and continued my academic career here? Or is 
this a fundamental disconnect between the two arts?
This also brings be to the subject of budget. THIS IS SOOO DIFFICULT to do as a 
student production. I am starting to feel constrained because I feel I lack the time and 
resources to make this production all that I want it to be. In keeping up with my grades, 
and with only $190 left to my budget after paying for the royalties, I definitely feel 
limited. Perhaps it is beneficial in a way to have my first project be kept to a smaller 
scale, just for the purposes of experience and learning. This is something Iʼll have to 
evaluate a few times during and after the production.
April 10
I need to rehearse my part! Allie and Pedar sound so amazing, and Iʼm getting scared 
that I may be our only musician, so I really need to hammer this out. Theyʼll be gone 
next week, so Iʼll have some rehearsal time to myself. This wouldnʼt be a problem in the 
professional world. Iʼd have the score ahead of time; Iʼd probably not be serving as MD 
and rehearsal accompanist and conductor....But if I were hired as MD/pianist or 
conductor/keyboardist, these are the challenges Iʼd be facing.
Identification of songs by genre:
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Ballad!! Pop/Rock! Rock/Funk! Musical Theatre! Piano Solo! Latin/Pop
#1! ! #3! ! #4! ! #6! ! ! #0! ! #2
#8! ! #5! ! #9! ! #7! ! ! #14
(#11)! ! #12! ! ! ! #10
(#13)! ! (#14)! ! ! ! (#11)
April 22
All 4 of us at rehearsal after doing individuals, then me out for Soulmate Factory during 
blocking rehearsals. They had meetings yesterday for table work and had brilliant idea, I 
am really impressed. They all 3 sat down and discussed the actual chronology of the 
events of the show. Listed below is agreed arrangement of songs in real time. Itʼs really 
simple, just canʼt believe it never crossed my mind before. Perhaps, had I been 
directing, it would have been something in my thoughts/concerns.
2! Shiksa! ! ! they meet
14! Goodbye! ! ! first date
12! Better Than That! ! Jamie meets Cathyʼs family
4! Moving Too Fast! ! move in together
10! Audition! ! ! Cathyʼs struggle!
6! Schmuel! ! ! Jamieʼs encouragement
8! Next 10 Mins!! ! wedding
9! Miracle! ! ! married life
7! Summer in Ohio! ! Cathyʼs summer away
11! If I Didnʼt Believe! ! Jamieʼs next, more frustrated encouragement
5! Part of That! ! ! jealousy
13! Nobody Needs to Know! cheating
3! Smiling! ! ! goes to break it off with Cathy
14! Rescue! ! ! divorce
1! Still Hurting! ! ! post-divorce
April 29
Frustrating spacial concerns with New Works. Tried “hot dog” seating (alley seating), I 
like it, hope it can work with sound. Piano facing curtain to absorb some sound. Also, 
this solves some blocking by allowing “offstage” actors to sit by/with musicians. Allows 
for added interaction between those lines. Crosses musician/actor line as well as 
performers/audience lines. Where are the boundaries? Are there boundaries?
Iʼm concerned with the transition from dialogue to song in #11. From “Cathy! Please!” 
to .... “There are people (sung)” Too early to mention this in a blocking rehearsal, but 
something Iʼll keep in mind.
No applause after/between some numbers is huge step away from book musicals. 
Takes away some showmanship and keeps continuity of story telling.
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“Words make you think a thought. Music makes you feel a feeling. A song makes you 
feel a thought.” E.Y. Harburg
May 19
Everythingʼs going well with the actors. I know they are/will be ready. The one thing Iʼm 
worried about now is that they might peak too soon, but I would assume this is one of 
the better “worries” to have. What I am actual concerned about most now is tech. 
Spenser dropped out of lighting design because heʼs moving, and since it is the time of 
year that it is, everyone is so busy and especially unwilling to take on another project 
that doesnʼt pay. Same problem in finding musicians. I am not technology savvy and am 
very concerned that the show might look cheap because we cannot find someone to 
light it well.
Also, finding places in rehearsals where musicians/actors can connect. Schmuel: 
cheesy looks back and forth. And even in more serious songs like Still Hurting when 
Cathy can lean on my chair for example. Weʼll see what Chris thinks when he sees it all 
together.
May 28
Found a few more places during rehearsal where we can connect music/actors. Allieʼs 
touching my chair at some point in #1. Pedar is singing to musicians in parts of #4. Also, 
weʼve made the piano a symbolic alter for the wedding scene.
Tech might kill me. Couldnʼt find a lighting designer, so Chris, Elissa, and myself have 
been adjusting/hanging/focusing lights all on our own. Of course, in the “real world” a 
music director would not have to deal with these things, but thatʼs the beauty of a 
distinction project! Iʼll be very happy when tech is set and I can focus on our 
performance. Iʼll be glad to have all the paperwork and technicalities done, so that I can 
play these shows and actually enjoy it all.
Iʼm also very anxious to get some feedback from friends and faculty. Iʼm proud of what 
weʼve done, but I want to hear what everyone else thinks.
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Preliminary Budget Proposal     Actual Spending
License    $ 810     $ 810
Publicity    $ 100     $ 40
Set Materials/Construction  $ 200     $ 40
Sound/Light Materials  $ 75     $ 20
Props     $ 50     $ 10
Costumes/Makeup   $ 200     $ 40
 (Tuxedo rental)
Misc./Supplies/Equipment  $ 100     --
 (CDs, copies)
Piano Tuning    $ 75     --
Stage Manager/Front of House $ 200     --
Set Designer    $ 150     --
Light Designer   $ 150     --
Director    $ 300     --
Musicians at $200 each  $ 1000    --
 (may include any/all: bass,
cello (2), guitar, violin)
Actors (2) at $300 each  $ 600     --
Resource/Research Materials $ 75     $ 40
Reception    $ 200     --
Total     $4285     $1000
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THE LAST FIVE YEARS
is presented through special arrangement with Music Theatre International (MTI).
All authorized performance materials are also supplied by MTI.
421 West 54th Street, New York, NY 10019 Phone: 212-541-4684 Fax: 212-397-4684 www.MTIShows.com
Written and Composed by
JASON ROBERT BROWN
Originally Produced for the New York stage by
Arielle Tepper and Marty Bell
Originally Produced by Northlight Theatre
Chicago, IL
Drake’s New Works Lab
Free Event, Reservations Required
Lst5Yrs@gmail.com
Thursday-Sunday
June 3-6, 7:00pm
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Audience Questionnaire
As this production serves as research of a distinction project, we would greatly 
appreciate any audience feedback. Thank you!
1. How was the atmosphere of this performance like or unlike any other musical theatre 
performance youʼve attended?
2. Were there any aspects of the show you found distracting?
3. How did the space (New Works Lab) affect your experience?
4. How did the proximity of the musicians and the actors affect your experience?
5. Any other comments/issues with the show?
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Audience Feedback (see above Questionnaire)
1. Interaction of performer and musician good touch. Intimate but not uncomfortable.
Very small/intimate-felt more invested in the show.
Iʼve never been in such an intimate space before. The size of the venue combined with 
! the style of the show really enhanced the experience.
Like a black box show...minimalistic set...but WONDERFUL!
I loved the intimacy of this. I have never been so connected with a character before.
Good-very intimate and apropos for the content of the show.
More personal/connected.
Stage set-up is fun and different. Small space=intimacy!
Great!
VERY INTENSE and EMOTIONAL, LOVED!
The close seating to the stage made the performance so intimate and real.
No, it was really intimate.
The space...very small.
It was unlike any set up Iʼve been in but I really like it.
Intimate staging, the show itself is unique.
Love the intimate space! I also love the way the small space was used at the end, as 
! you two sing together and rotate around each other.
Being “onstage” brought the story to life unlike other shows Iʼve seen.
The small space made the show more intimate than any other musical Iʼve attended.
! The plot was confusing without prior knowledge of the storyline.
Very intimate for such an intimate show.
2. Sight lines got a little funky, but thatʼs the nature of the New Works.
It was pretty hot in the room...
It was kind of hot in the room.
Changes in set were a little loud.
Heat! But...nothing you can do!
Lack of air conditioning.
I was worried the actors would trip over my feet...
No. I thought it was staged very well.
The Heat! Come on! There has to be something you can do...
The “clock” in Schmuel song was distracting. Not easy show-and you all were 
! wonderful!
When the focus was taken off the main performer I was distracted especially in “Still 
! Hurting” when Jamie first came in.
The temperature was rather warm in the room.
3. It was a little hot, but the small space was great to feel part of the story.
It was neat and intimate, but the alley staging made it something else for me, it seemed 
! awkward at times, could have worked maybe as a thrust better.
I like being close to the actors, it made me more emotionally connected.
Itʼs cool to see up close-more emotion comes through. BUT...it was very hot.
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It was hot but nice that it was small.
It was quite warm, but I loved the small area!
Added to intensity, strings were very effective.
The smaller space made it better I more intimate, it really enriched the experience.
Great intimacy!
I loved it! The intimate performance space worked so well.
It was a “little” hot. I didnʼt feel anymore cramped than I do in any other theatre.
I liked it just sight line weirdness.
LOVED IT! I loved how close and intimate it was with the band and the limited set.
I enjoyed the intimacy of it, but wouldʼve loved to see it in a bit bigger of a space.
It made it feel more personal/intimate. I actually enjoyed getting to look across and see 
! other peopleʼs emotional responses to the music.
Felt very much a part of the performance. In every moment.
4. Pedar was GREAT! (quips, looks, movements great.)
SO great.
Such a talented group!
It was so wonderfully done, I was truly moved and I enjoyed this immensely.
I loved it. Heart breaking/heart warming content. The piano player was also awesome 
! (and orchestra).
Great job!
The show was awesome.
Wonderfully crafted difficult material.
The end was sad!
Was rapt the entire 90 mins!
So great! Thanks for doing this (for free too!)
Nice show!
Great pit!
Great work! I enjoyed it!
Fantastic show-musically and dramatically. I really felt like I lived their story.
We live out of town (alumni) and just noticed your show today. We thought it would be 
! awesome or horrible and you guys were awesome! Thanks!!
The performers did great, but the staging posed problems for me as an audience 
! member. I understand the need to keep the room available for different staging 
! configurations, but I missed a lot of the show because I couldn't see. Thatʼs the 
! main issue, really, all being said, I enjoyed it!
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